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(57) ABSTRACT

A method for detecting a fault in a cooling circuit of a motor
vehicle, the cooling circuit having, in the flow direction of a
refrigerant, a compressor, a condenser, an expansion device
and an evaporator, includes the following steps: measuring a
first refrigerant pressure when the compressor is turned off;
turning on the compressor; and is characterized by the steps:
measuring a second refrigerant pressure after a certain time
interval; forming a differential value from the second refrig-
erant pressure measured previously and the first refrigerant
pressure; and comparing the differential value with at least
one differential value for detecting a fault in the cooling
circuit.

13 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
METHOD AND DIAGNOSTIC TESTER FOR
DETECTING A FAULT IN A COOLING
CIRCUIT OF A MOTOR VEHICLE

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method and a diagnostic
tester for detecting a fault in a cooling circuit of a motor
vehicle.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

During servicing of an air conditioning system of a motor
vehicle, the cooling circuit of the air conditioning system is
tested regularly for faults. To be able to detect such a fault in
a cooling circuit, in the known methods, a plurality of mea-
sured values is interpreted and analyzed manually by a
mechanic. This requires extensive knowledge of the system
as well as a great deal of experience on the part of the
mechanic while also being very time-consuming and expen-
sive.

SUMMARY

An object of the present invention is to provide a simple
and inexpensive method and a corresponding diagnostic
tester for reliably detecting a fault in a cooling circuit of a
motor vehicle.

In comparison with conventional methods for detecting a
fault in a cooling circuit, the method according to the present
invention offers the advantage that it is possible to immedi-
ately detect or rule out a fault in a cooling circuit of a motor
vehicle. In conventional methods, it is usually necessary for a
plurality of measured parameters to be interpreted and ana-
lyzed by a mechanic. This requires a great deal of experience
and a very good understanding of the thermodynamic pro-
cesses involved in the cooling circuit. The method according
to the present invention greatly facilitates troubleshooting
since a fault in the cooling circuit is detected immediately by
this method. A manual evaluation of multiple measured val-
ues of the air conditioning system is not necessary, which
offers time savings on the one hand while offering a greater
reliability in troubleshooting on the other hand since a manual
evaluation error by a mechanic is eliminated.

A cooling circuit typically used in a motor vehicle includes
a closed circuit in which a refrigerant circulates and usually
has, in the flow direction of the refrigerant, a compressor, a
condenser, an expansion device and an evaporator. During
operation of the cooling circuit, the refrigerant in the com-
pressor is compressed to a high pressure and then conducted
into the condenser. An air stream is passed through the con-
denser, cooling the refrigerant and condensing it completely.
Following the condenser, the refrigerant is depressurized in
the expansion device, and subsequently enters the evaporator,
through which an air stream is passed, heating the refrigerant.
The refrigerant exits the evaporator uncompressed and in a
gaseous phase and is conducted back to the entrance of the
compressor.

One possible fault in the cooling circuit described previ-
ously may be, for example, that the compressor does not
adequately compress the refrigerant or there is leakage in the
cooling circuit. According to a finding by the inventor, such a
fault results in a pressure drop in the refrigerant. Such a fault
is detectable in particular by a comparison between a refrig-
erant pressure with the compressor turned on and a refrigerant
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pressure with the compressor turned off, since the highest
pressure difference in the cooling circuit exists between these
two pressure values.

According to the present invention, a first refrigerant pres-
sure is measured in the method step (a) while the compressor
is turned off. The same refrigerant pressure prevails in the
entire cooling circuit when the compressor is turned off since
there is no compression of the refrigerant, so that the first
measured refrigerant pressure is the lowest refrigerant pres-
sure occurring in the cooling circuit.

When the compressor is turned on in step (b), the refriger-
ant pressure is increased in the cooling circuit, in particular in
a high-pressure area between the compressor outlet and the
inlet of the expansion device.

In step (c), a second refrigerant pressure is measured after
a certain time interval. The second refrigerant pressure is the
pressure prevailing in the cooling circuit after turning on the
compressor. In contrast with the first measured refrigerant
pressure, the second refrigerant pressure of an intact cooling
circuit is significantly higher. The time interval between mea-
suring the first refrigerant pressure and measuring the second
refrigerant pressure is selected to be long enough to build up
a constant pressure by the compressor in the cooling circuit.

In step (d) the differential value between the second mea-
sured refrigerant pressure and the first measured refrigerant
pressure is formed. This differential value represents the pres-
sure increase in the refrigerant, which is caused by turning on
the compressor in step (b).

In step (e) the differential value calculated previously is
compared with a reference value for detecting a fault in the
cooling circuit. The differential value, which represents the
pressure increase in the cooling circuit, is an indicator for a
fault in the cooling circuit. If the pressure increase between
the compressor turned on and the compressor turned off is too
low, it may be inferred therefrom that there is a fault in the
cooling circuit. The reference value represents the pressure
increase caused by turning on the compressor with an intact
cooling circuit. A fault in the cooling circuit may be detected
directly by comparing the differential value with the refer-
ence value.

The differential value is calculated from:

Ap=p(12)-p(11),

where p(t1) represents the refrigerant pressure at the point
in time of the first measurement of the refrigerant pressure,
and p(t2) represents the refrigerant pressure at the point in
time of the second measurement of the refrigerant pressure.
A fault in the cooling circuit is present when:

Ap<reference value.
There is no fault in the cooling circuit when:

Ap=reference value.

Such a reference value is ascertained from experiments on
intact cooling circuits under various ambient conditions and
may be in tabular form for comparison with the differential
value, for example.

According to a first specific embodiment of the present
invention, steps (d) and (e) are carried out by a diagnostic
tester. In such a diagnostic tester, the differential value is
calculated and then compared with the reference value. The
presence of a fault in the cooling circuit may then be indicated
to a mechanic.

According to another specific embodiment of the present
invention, the motor vehicle has an engine which is turned on
prior to step (a), the engine being in idling mode during the
measurements. The compressor and the fan, for example,
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may be driven by the engine of the motor vehicle. Turning on
the engine prior to step (a), measuring the first refrigerant
pressure offers the advantage that the engine of the motor
vehicle is already running at a constant rotational speed when
the compressor is subsequently turned on and a startup phase
of the engine has no effect on the performance of the com-
pressor.

In addition, a temperature preselection of the cooling cir-
cuit is set to “cold.” Such a temperature preselection regulates
the temperature of the air stream flowing into the compart-
ment and produces the greatest possible cooling of the air
stream when set to “cold.”

It is necessary here that the compressor runs under full load
in the subsequent test at which the greatest compression of the
refrigerant is achieved. The greatest possible differential
value is thus ascertained in step (e) and a fault in the cooling
circuit is easier to detect.

Furthermore, during the measurements, the ambient tem-
perature is preferably higher than 5° C. This temperature
range, in which the ambient temperature is higher than 5° C.,
represents the temperature range in which an air conditioning
system of a motor vehicle may generally be used.

In another specific embodiment, the engine is kept running
for a period of 10 seconds to 30 seconds, in particular for
about 20 seconds prior to step (a). This ensures that constant
conditions are established in the engine of the motor vehicle.
The engine of the motor vehicle has preferably reached con-
stant operating conditions before the compressor is activated
and it drives the compressor, which is subsequently turned on,
at a constant rotational speed.

According to another specific embodiment of the present
invention, the time interval from turning the compressor on
until the second refrigerant pressure is measured amounts to
10 seconds to 50 seconds, in particular about 30 seconds.
During this time interval, the pressure in the cooling circuit
increases. The compressor requires a certain amount of time
to build up a constant pressure in the cooling circuit. A mea-
surable differential value is established between the first
refrigerant pressure and the second refrigerant pressure only
after a certain startup time of the compressor. The pressure
increase in the cooling circuit may be described ideally by a
straight line having a constant slope. However, the actual
pressure increase in a cooling circuit is initially somewhat
flatter, ultimately increasing with an approximately constant
slope up to the high-pressure value of the cooling circuit. A
time interval of 10 seconds to 50 seconds ensures that a
measurable pressure difference has been established in an
intact cooling circuit and the startup range of the compressor
in which the pressure increases only slightly has been
exceeded.

According to another specific embodiment of the present
invention, the reference value is a function of the first refrig-
erant pressure with the compressor turned off, the time inter-
val from the activation of the compressor until measuring the
second refrigerant pressure and the ambient temperature. The
first refrigerant pressure with the compressor turned off is
variable and depends on the filling level of the cooling circuit
and the temperature of the refrigerant, among other things.
The refrigerant pressure in the cooling circuit when the com-
pressor is turned off should be at least +2 bar to be able to
operate the cooling circuit. The pressure of the cooling circuit
does not necessarily increase linearly over time but instead is
ascertained for the corresponding time interval between the
measurements. Furthermore, the pressure increase in a cool-
ing circuit is not linearly dependent on the ambient tempera-
ture and the initial refrigerant pressure when the compressor
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is turned off. The corresponding reference value is therefore
ascertained under various conditions in an intact cooling cir-
cuit.

In another specific embodiment of the present invention, a
fault in the cooling circuit is detected when the differential
value is lower than a reference value. The differential value
describes the actual pressure increase in the cooling circuit,
whereas the reference value describes the ideal pressure
increase in an intact cooling circuit. If the differential value is
lower than the reference value, then the pressure increase in
the cooling circuit is less than the pressure increase in an
intact cooling circuit. It may be inferred therefrom that there
is a fault, for example, a defective compressor or a leak in the
circuit.

In another specific embodiment, the measurements of the
refrigerant pressure are carried out at a location in the cooling
circuit just downstream from the compressor, where the pres-
sure increase of the refrigerant due to the activation of the
compressor is directly measurable since there are no other
components between the measuring device and the compres-
sor.

It is also advantageous to measure the refrigerant pressure
ata location in the cooling circuit between the condenser and
the expansion device since the temperature of the refrigerant
is lower in this region than that after exiting the compressor.
It is then not necessary to design the measuring device to be
high-temperature-resistant.

The method according to the present invention may be
carried out with the aid of a diagnostic tester connected to a
control unit of a motor vehicle, in particular an engine system
control unit or an air conditioning system control unit.

Furthermore, the present invention relates to a diagnostic
tester for ascertaining a fault in the cooling circuit described
above. Such a diagnostic tester implements the advantages of
the method described above for ascertaining a fault in a cool-
ing circuit. All specific embodiments described with refer-
ence to this method and all advantages associated with it also
apply correspondingly to the diagnostic tester for ascertain-
ing a fault in a cooling circuit.

In another specific embodiment, the diagnostic tester is
designed for connection to a control unit, in particular a motor
vehicle engine control unit or a motor vehicle air conditioning
system control unit.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows a schematic diagram of a cooling circuitin a
motor vehicle having a control unit and a diagnostic tester.

FIG. 2 shows a schematic diagram of the pressure curve of
a refrigerant at a location in a cooling circuit according to
FIG. 1.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 schematically shows a cooling circuit 2 having a
control unit 11 and a diagnostic tester 13 of a motor vehicle,
in which a refrigerant 12 circulates. Cooling circuit 2 has, in
the flow direction of refrigerant 12, an evaporator 4, a com-
pressor 6, ameasuring device 10, a condenser 8 and an expan-
sion device 18.

Refrigerant 12 is compressed in compressor 6, where the
pressure of gaseous refrigerant 12 is increased to a high
pressure. Measuring device 10, in which the pressure of
refrigerant 12 is measured, is situated between compressor 6
and condenser 8. Gaseous refrigerant 12 is then cooled
against a condenser air stream 17 in condenser 8 and is com-
pletely condensed.
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Condenser air stream 17 is an air stream from a fan 14,
which blows ambient air through condenser 8 or draws the
ambient air through it. Condenser 8 in FIG. 1 includes a heat
exchanger through which condenser air stream 17 flows and
which cools refrigerant 12, so that the refrigerant condenses
completely. In the process, condenser air stream 17 absorbs
the heat which refrigerant 12 releases for complete conden-
sation. Heated condenser air stream 17 is discharged into the
surroundings. Refrigerant 12 is then decompressed to a low
pressure in expansion device 18, thereby cooling down and
then entering evaporator 4. Heat is supplied to the refrigerant
via an evaporation air stream 16 which is drawn in from the
surroundings. In the heat exchange with refrigerant 12,
evaporation air stream 16 cools down and is then supplied to
the passenger compartment of a motor vehicle. Gaseous
refrigerant 12 is returned to the entrance of compressor 6
downstream from evaporator 4.

FIG. 1 also shows a control unit 11 connected to measuring
device 10 and a diagnostic tester 13 also connected to the
control unit. Control unit 11 is a motor vehicle engine control
unit or amotor vehicle air conditioning system control unit by
which compressor 6 and fan 14 are typically controllable. A
diagnostic tester 13 is usually connected to control unit 11 of
the motor vehicle in a shop environment and is able to receive
measured values from measuring device 10 for analysis. Fur-
thermore, the time intervals between turning on the engine
and measuring the first refrigerant pressure and turning on the
compressor until measuring the second refrigerant pressure
may be established by diagnostic tester 13 and transmitted to
control unit 11, which subsequently controls the engine and
the cooling circuit accordingly.

FIG. 2 shows an exemplary pressure curve diagram 20 of
the refrigerant pressure on measuring device 10 in cooling
circuit 2 from FIG. 1. The refrigerant pressure is shown in a
diagram, where the pressure in bar is plotted on the ordinate
and the time in seconds is plotted on the abscissa. The pres-
sure curve in FIG. 2 is shown over a period of 70 seconds,
where the pressure initially remains constant and then
increases steadily, approaching a value of about 20 bar. The
pressure curve increases more steeply at the beginning and
then flattens out, finally assuming an approximately constant
pressure value. The pressure curve shown in FIG. 2 is an
empirical curve of the refrigerant pressure after turning on
compressor 6, first and second measuring points 24, 26 being
plotted in the diagram.

The pressure curve diagram shown in FIG. 2 describes the
pressure curve of a refrigerant 12 of an intact cooling circuit
2 according to FIG. 1, the compressor being turned on at first
measuring point 24. The pressure curve is shown over a
period of a test method for detecting a fault in cooling circuit
2, starting point 22 of the test being at T=0 sec and a refrig-
erant pressure of 5 bar.

For carrying out the test method, a few necessary prior
conditions are to be met, including the fact that compressor 6
of cooling circuit 2 from FIG. 1 is turned off at starting point
22 and fan 14 for heat exchange of condenser 8 and evapora-
tor 4, with air stream 16, 17 created by fan 14 preferably being
turned on at starting point 22. In addition, the engine of the
motor vehicle is also turned on at starting point 22 of the test
and is preferably idling over the entire duration of the mea-
surement. During the test, the ambient temperature is higher
than 5° C. Furthermore, at starting point 22, the temperature
preselection of an air conditioning system operating unit
inside the motor vehicle is set to “cold.”

The refrigerant pressure of 5 bar prevailing at starting point
22 in the diagram in FIG. 2 is exemplary for a refrigerant
pressure with compressor 6 turned off. The refrigerant pres-
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sure may vary as a function of the ambient conditions and of
the filling level of cooling circuit 22. To be able to carry out
the test described below for detecting a faultin cooling circuit
2, the refrigerant pressure is at least +2 bar at starting point 22.
Furthermore, cooling circuit 2 should not be freshly filled
since any minor leak which might be present would not be
detected.

The engine of the motor vehicle may operate compressor 6
and fan 14 in cooling circuit 2, for example. The temperature
preselection “cold” causes the greatest possible cooling of air
stream 14, 17 and thus ensures that compressor 6 will run
under full load in cooling circuit 2 during the subsequent test.

At measuring point 24, compressor 6 may be turned on
manually by a user or by a command of control unit 11
connected to compressor 6.

After starting point 22 of the test, the pressure remains
constant over a period of 10 seconds until first measuring
point 24, the period of 10 seconds representing an exemplary
value. For carrying out the test, this value should be within the
range of 10 seconds to 30 seconds, in particular about 20
seconds. This period serves to establish a constant operating
state in cooling circuit 2.

A first refrigerant pressure of refrigerant 12 is measured at
first measuring point 24 with compressor 6 turned off. The
pressure of refrigerant 12 measured at first measuring point
24 is then transmitted by measuring device 10 to diagnostic
tester 13 and is stored there. In addition, compressor 6 of
cooling circuit 2 is turned on at first measuring point 24.

When compressor 6 is turned on at first measuring point 24,
the pressure of refrigerant 12 begins to increase in the dia-
gram in FIG. 2 since compressor 6 is compressing refrigerant
12 in cooling circuit 2. The increase in the refrigerant pressure
shown in FIG. 2 is initially somewhat flatter and then
increases relatively constantly up to second measuring point
26, at which a second measured value is measured by mea-
suring device 10.

Second measuring point 26 occurs 30 seconds after first
measuring point 24 in the diagram shown in FIG. 2. Atsecond
measuring point 26, the second refrigerant pressure is mea-
sured by measuring device 10 and is stored in diagnostic
tester 13. The time interval from the activation of the com-
pressor at first measuring point 24 until the measuring of the
second refrigerant pressure at the measuring point 26
amounts to 30 seconds in the exemplary embodiment shown
here. This is merely one exemplary value for a time interval
required for reliably carrying out the method for detecting a
fault in cooling circuit 2. The time interval between first
measuring point 24 and second measuring point 26 should
preferably be between 10 seconds and 50 seconds, in particu-
lar 30 seconds, so that the second refrigerant pressure is
measured at a point in time at which a significant pressure
increase in refrigerant 12 in an intact cooling circuit 2 is
ascertainable in comparison with the refrigerant pressure at
first measuring point 24.

The pressure of refrigerant 12 in pressure curve diagram 20
in FIG. 2 has increased from 5 bar to 15 bar at second mea-
suring point 26, so this is an exemplary value for a refrigerant
pressure, which prevails at second measuring point 26 in an
intact cooling circuit 2.

Following second measuring point 26, FIG. 2 shows an
evaluation period 28 in which the measured values of the
refrigerant pressure recorded at first measuring point 24 and
at second measuring point 26 are evaluated. For this evalua-
tion, the difference between the second refrigerant pressure at
second measuring point 26 and the first refrigerant pressure at
first measuring point 24 is formed. This differential value is
compared with a reference value for detecting a fault in cool-
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ing circuit 2. Such a reference value describes a minimum
pressure increase of refrigerant 12 in an intact cooling circuit
2, which is typical of the time interval between first measuring
point 24 and second measuring point 26. This reference value
is ascertained from experiments on an intact cooling circuit 2.
The reference value also depends on the first refrigerant pres-
sure when the compressor is turned off, the time interval from
turning on the compressor until measuring the second refrig-
erant pressure and the ambient temperature and the refriger-
ant used.

To detect a fault in cooling circuit 2, the differential value
from the measured values of the second refrigerant pressure
and the first refrigerant pressure is compared with the refer-
ence value. A fault in cooling circuit 2 is detected when the
differential value is smaller than the reference value.

A fault in cooling circuit 2 is when: p(t2)-p(t1)<reference
value

A fault-free cooling circuit 2 is when: p(t2)—p(tl)=zrefer-
ence value,

where p(t1) represents the refrigerant pressure at first mea-
suring point 24 and p(t2) represents the refrigerant pressure at
second measuring point 26.

The evaluation is carried out by diagnostic tester 13, the
differential value being compared with a corresponding ref-
erence value, which corresponds to the time interval between
first measuring point 24 and second measuring point 26 as
well as the ambient conditions and refrigerant 12 being used.
Evaluation period 28 for analysis of the measured pressure
situations amounts to 5 seconds, for example, in the diagram
in FIG. 2. This evaluation period 28 depends on the comput-
ing power of diagnostic tester 13. At the end point in time 30
of the test, which is shown as 45 seconds in the diagram in
FIG. 2 as an example, the result of the comparison of the
differential value with the reference value may be output by
diagnostic tester 13, for example, to indicate to a mechanic
whether there is a fault in cooling circuit 2.

The method described above offers a rapid and inexpensive
method of reliably detecting a fault in a cooling circuit 2 such
as a leak or a defective compressor, for example. For carrying
out the method, one need only access a measuring device 10
which is already present in cooling circuit 2 and by which the
refrigerant pressure is measurable at various points in time.
The components of cooling circuit 2 advantageously need not
be designed and tested individually to detect a fault.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for detecting a fault in a cooling circuit of a
motor vehicle that includes in a flow direction of a refrigerant,
a compressor, a condenser, an expansion device, and an
evaporator, the method comprising:

(a) measuring a first refrigerant pressure when the com-

pressor is turned off;

(b) turning on the compressor;

(c) measuring a second refrigerant pressure after a prede-
termined time interval, wherein the predetermined time
interval is sufficient to allow the compressor to establish
a constant pressure in the cooling circuit;
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(d) forming a differential value from the second refrigerant

pressure and the first refrigerant pressure; and

(e) comparing the differential value with at least one ref-

erence value for detecting a fault in the cooling circuit.

2. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein steps (d) and
(e) are carried out by a diagnostic tester.

3. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the motor
vehicle includes an engine which is turned on prior to step (a),
the engine being in an idling mode during the measurements.

4. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein the engine is
allowed to run for a period of 10 seconds to 30 seconds prior
to step (a).

5. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein the engine is
allowed to run for a period of about 20 seconds prior to step
(a).

6. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein a time interval
from turning on the compressor until measuring the second
refrigerant pressure is 10 seconds to 50 seconds.

7. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein a time interval
from turning on the compressor until measuring the second
refrigerant pressure is about 30 seconds.

8. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the reference
value depends on the first refrigerant pressure when the com-
pressor is turned off, a time interval from turning on the
compressor until measuring the second refrigerant pressure,
and an ambient temperature.

9. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising:
detecting a fault in the cooling circuit in step () when the
differential value is smaller than the reference value.

10. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the measure-
ments of the first and second refrigerant pressures are carried
out at a location in the cooling circuit just downstream from
the compressor.

11. A diagnostic tester for ascertaining a fault in a cooling
circuit of a motor vehicle that includes, in a flow direction of
arefrigerant, a compressor, a condenser, an expansion device,
and an evaporator, the diagnostic tester comprising:

an arrangement for forming a differential value from a first

refrigerant pressure in the cooling circuit ascertained
with the compressor turned off, and a second refrigerant
pressure ascertained after a predetermined time interval
after turning on the compressor, wherein the predeter-
mined time interval is sufficient to allow the compressor
to establish a constant pressure in the cooling circuit;
and

an arrangement for comparing the differential value with at

least one reference value to detect a fault in the cooling
circuit.

12. The diagnostic tester as recited in claim 11, wherein the
diagnostic tester is designed for connecting to a control unit.

13. The diagnostic tester as recited in claim 12, wherein the
control unit includes one of a motor vehicle engine control
unit and a motor vehicle air conditioning system control unit.
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